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Turn Conflict into Productive Relationships with Colleagues

By Frank William Biglow, Ph. D.

What is it about conflict that upsets us so? Part of our problem with conflict is attributable to a couple of myths that lead us astray. The first is the belief that only bad people create conflict. Ergo, if there is a conflict, at least one of the parties must be a bad apple.

Second is the belief that in any conflict somebody is wrong and somebody is right. Moreover, justice requires that those who are right should win and those who are wrong should lose. This mindset makes it difficult to devote a lot of time and energy to promoting negotiations between parties that may lead to half-loaves and compromises rather than “justice.” 

Given the prevalence of these beliefs, it’s remarkable that "people resolve disputes everyday. [However] Some are better at it than others." (2,1) In addition, some contexts, situations and venues seem better suited than others to promoting negotiated settlements. That is fortunate because many of us also believe that, issues of right and wrong aside, peaceful, or at least non-violent, resolution of conflict is to be preferred.

What are some of the devices we use to resolve disputes non-violently? First, the law. Sue the bastards! We are reputedly the most litigious society extant in spite of the rarity of outcomes in which the good win and the bad lose without any namby-pamby equivocation.

Second, negotiation/bargaining. There are two prevalent contexts: informal (such as family disputes, customer/merchant complaints) and formal, (such as union contracts, grievance procedures).  We use these processes frequently but less self-consciously and so we are typically not inclined to think of them as avenues of conflict resolution.  

A third dispute method is a hybrid, Alternative Dispute Resolution (ADR). The simplest definition, and one I prefer, is that ADR is "a group of processes through which disputes, conflicts and cases are resolved outside of formal litigation processes."(2) And the list of different processes is a long one (2, 6-12.)  The key ingredient in each form of ADR is the intervention of a neutral or impartial third party and that neutral party distinguishes the ADR  processes from simple negotiation or bargaining.  It also explains why ADR may work when negotiation between or among parties has failed.

The focus of this essay is on mediation because it alone among all of the various forms of ADR offers easily accessible sources of conflict resolution for the workplace. Mediation is different in critical aspects from the rest of ADR. A couple of definitions from other sources make the point.

"Mediation is the intervention into a dispute or negotiation by an acceptable, impartial and neutral third party, who has no authoritative decision-making power, to assist disputing parties in voluntarily reaching their own mutually acceptable settlement of issues in dispute."  [Emphasis mine.] (3,14)

"Mediation . . . emphasizes the participants' own responsibility for making decisions that affect their lives. It is therefore a self-empowering process." [Emphasis mine.] (1,7-8)

So, when we choose mediation to resolve a dispute, we make a self-empowering choice because in mediation:


• Decision-making authority rests with the parties.


• The mediator is neutral, impartial and has no authority to impose a settlement.


• Mediated settlements are voluntary.

Mediation offers us several additional practical advantages: 


• It is informal and, as a result, less costly.


• It is faster.


• Mediated agreements are durable.


• The agreement can begin to improve continuing relations between the parties.

What is the worst that can happen to us if we choose mediation? First, we may not reach a settlement agreement with the other party. In addition to the disappointment of investing our time and effort for no result, we may disclose some information we had rather not. Relatively low risks in view of the potential for a dispute-ending agreement.

What kinds of disputes on campus might be mediated? A wide range of potential campus disputes are good candidates for mediated resolution. Examples are: employee v. employee, discrimination complaints by employees (EEOC), unsafe working condition complaints, student complaints, complaints about vendor services and products and whistle blower allegations. Virtually any dispute you may imagine involving individuals and units on campus is amenable to mediation.

It is important to understand that conflict is a normal part of relationships, both personal and workplace.  Conflict arises because we are different from one another and in most respects that difference is very productive!  However, conflict that festers and lays unresolved depletes and undermines your productivity.  There are several avenues available to you to address conflict.  

First, the staff of the Employee Assistance Program will structure one to three meetings with the two willing parties to work to define the issues and negotiate a resolution.  The staff of EAP will not side with either party but will maintain a neutral position in the conflict.  EAP Services are confidential within state and federal guidelines. 

Some disputes require a greater time investment and require many hours to structure mediation.   Information about mediating a dispute is available in the community.  First, the Winnebago Conflict Resolution Center serves residents of the City of Oshkosh who want to explore possible mediation of a dispute. Second, the Wisconsin Association of Mediators has announced that it soon will have a state-wide mediator locator service on its Web site.  Either sources may provide off campus alternatives to address conflict.  

· Winnebago Conflict Resolution Center<www.co.winnebago.wi.us/conflict>

· Wisconsin Association of Mediators<www.WAMediators.org>
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Tips for Supervisors

Want to improve communication in your department or service area?  Here are three suggestions:

1) Ask each employee what you can do to do a better job.

2) Allow disagreement but utilize it to come up with new ideas.

3) Make sure the system respects each and is equitable to all. 

Helping Your Children Learn to Manage Conflict

               Conflict is a fact of life. Although many people think only of its ugly or unfortunate results, some conflict is actually necessary and good. It all depends on how a particular conflict is handled. 

               Children, like adults, face many conflicts in their lives. Maybe someone teases a child, a best friend suddenly doesn't want to be best friends anymore, or there is disagreement over which child a book belongs to. As you know, children also encounter conflicts at home. Most of these involve possessions, responsibilities, or privacy. They also face conflicts beyond school and home. For example, many children eventually have to deal with moral issues that challenge family rules, such as looking cool in front of friends by trying drugs. Others may be picked upon by older children in the  neighborhood. 

               How children learn to handle conflict.

               Children learn how to manage conflict in the same way they learn to do many other things--by watching what goes on around them. They learn from you, from teachers and other adults, from other children, and from television, movies, and other media. How can we all help them learn the best strategies? Here are some tips you may find helpful in your role as a parent. 

1. Give your child some special time each day. This may be really tough in today's busy world, but experts tell us that 20 minutes of positive adult attention per day dramatically reduces children's aggressive behavior. 

2. Teach your child to ask for attention constructively. Sometimes the purpose of a fight with a brother or sister is to get attention. Encourage your child to ask for attention by expressing his or her needs. Catch your child doing something right. Praise your child for doing well, rather than reprimanding her when mistakes are made. 

3. Teach your child to recognize the feelings of others. You can point out when someone is happy, sad, scared, worried, and so on. When children learn to recognize what someone else is feeling, they are better able to respond appropriately.

4. Listen first, then help your child negotiate a solution. Acknowledge your child's feelings about a conflict before helping to work out a solution. 

5. Use positive methods to discipline your child. Avoid using physical punishment and yelling. Through your example, your child will see that force is not the best or only choice.

Written by and reproduced with permission from the National Crime Prevention Council.  Visit: http://www.mcgruff.org/conflict.htm for additional information and resources.  

Employee Assistance Program Self-Help Library 

You may borrow the following books:

Communication Skills for Department Chairs. 

Mary Lou Higgerson. (1996).  Anker Publishing Company, Bolton, MA.  

Getting to Resolution:  Turning Conflict Into Collaboration. 

Stewart Levine. (1998). Berrett-Koehler Publishers, Inc., San Francisco, CA.  

Tapping your Inner Strength: How to Find the Resilience to Deal with Anything. 

By Edith Henderson Grotberg, Ph.D.  (1999). New Harbinger Publications, Inc., Oakland, CA
A Volcano in my Tummy: Helping Children to Handle Anger. 

Elaine Whitehouse and Warwick Pudney (1996).  New Society Publishers, Cabriola Island
Upcoming Events

EAP Brown Bag Seminars

Fall 2002

Parenting Our Parents

Margaret Olson, Ph.D.
September 25th, 2002

Noon-1:00 PM

Reeve Union 214

As we take over the care of elderly or frail parents we almost inevitably experience role reversal, which leads to caregiver stress especially when other life/work roles demand our attention as well.  This Brown Bag Session will emphasize the impact of role reversal on both parent and adult child, anticipatory grief, sources of stress, and resources available in the community.  

If ‘You are what you Eat,’ then I’m in Trouble.

Dan Schmidt, Ph.D.

October 31, 2002

11:30-12:50 PM

Reeve Union 214

The presentation will address the most commonly asked questions regarding sound nutrition and eating behaviors.  A secondary purpose is to debunk some of the many myths surrounding dietary habits. 

Astrology? Astronomy? What's the difference?

Michael Briley, Ph.D.

November 14, 2002

11:30-12:50PM
The Buckstaff Planetarium (on campus)
Up until about the time of Galileo, Astrology and astronomy were intimately tied together (one of Kepler's first jobs was making an astrological almanac). Even 400 years later, some people still confuse the two fields. So what happened? Why did they diverge? How are astronomy and astrology different? What is the science behind astrology and why do people still practice it today? These are just a few of the topics that will be touched on. And, if you provide your birthday when you sign up for the talk, you'll get a free horoscope!

